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Content analyses of newspapers show 
that most of the news pertaining to 
schools deals with the so-called extra- 
curricular activities.1 Very little 
space is given to telling the public how 
children are being educated in the 
schools. Two categories--"athletics" 
and "student activities"--comprise most 
of the school news. Even though these 
activities are regarded as an important 
part of a school's educational program, 
they can hardly be ranked as the school's 
most important functions as an educa- 
tional enterprise. Thus it is evident 
that the potentialities of the newspaper 
as an instrument for the interpretation 
of education as yet have not been tested 
adequately. 


Consideration of the newspaper as an 
interpretative instrument raises two 
basic questions. How effective is the 
newspaper as an instrument for the in- 
terpretation of education toa community? 
What are the conditions under which ef- 
fective interpretation can be achieved? 


Seeking An Answer 


The desire to find an answer to these 
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questions prompted a study completed re- 
cently by the Midwest Administration 
Center.” The study undertook to appraise 
the effectiveness of the local newspaper 
as a medium for interpreting education 
to citizens of a community. Effective- 
ness of the newspaper was measured in 
terms of the increased number of persons 
expressing understanding and a more f'a- 
vorable opinion of the school's educa- 
tional program after having read a 
series of articles on the school's read- 
ing program. The study was designed to 
aid in supplying answers to such ques- 
tions as the following: 


1. Will articles in the local news- 
paper contribute appreciably towards 
increasing public understanding and the 
favorableness of opinions regarding a 
school's educational program? 


2. Will gains in public understanding 
be greater where the newspaper is 
supplemented by other means of communi- 
cation? 


3. Will increased public understanding 
of one area of a school's educational 
program tend to be accompanied by a 
better understanding and more favorable 
opinions of other more general phases of 
the educational program? 


Conducting the Study 


The study was carried on in a small 
suburban community of 5,000 population. 
The community had a better than average 
school system and an enterprising local 
weekly newspaper. The school system, 
consisting of the high school and one 
elementary school, had a combined enrol- 
ment of about 1,500. The schools were an 
important news source for the newspaper 
which printed local news exclusively. 


In order to test the effects of the 
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newspaper on public understanding of and 
opinion regarding the schools, a series 
of four articles about the school's pro- 
gram of reading instruction was pub- 
lished. These articles were carefully 
prepared. Every effort was made to pre- 
sent an accurate description of the 
reading program. Data for the articles 
were gathered by interviewing princi- 
pals and teachers, and by visiting 
classes at all grade levels. Prior to 
publication, each article was checked 
for accuracy by a committee of teachers. 
The articles were accompanied by photo- 
graphs of pupils in the local schools 
engaged in some activity pertaining to 
reading. 


A test instrument was designed to 
measure understanding and opinions about 
the school's reading program as de- 
scribed in the articles and about other 
selected phases of the educational pro- 
gram. It included eight items about the 
reading program which were selected 
from the content of the articles. They 
were representative of the major topics 
discussed in the articles. The topics 
included appear below: 


1. Reading instruction in the kinder- 
garten 

2. Reading readiness 

3. Method of teaching reading in the 
first grade 

4. Individual differences in learn- 
ing to read 

5. The language arts approach to 
reading 

6. Grouping pupils for reading 

7. The teaching of phonetics 

8. The use of reading acceleration 
machines 


In selecting the items relating to the 
more general phases of the educational 
program, an attempt was made to include 
those areas of greatest potential 
interest to citizens in the community. 
Only four areas were covered; however, 
the questions asked were directed first 
to the elementary school program and 
then to the high school program. A list 
of the areas included follows: 


1. Policy on assigning homework 
2. Classroom discipline 

3. General teaching methods 

4. Reporting pupil progress 


The interview method was used in the 
administration of the test instrument. 


In preparing the interview schedule both 
the items about the reading program and 
the items relating to the general phases 
of the educational program were struc- 
tured as fact questions and again as 
opinion questions. By administering this 
test instrument both before and after 
the appearance of the newspaper arti- 


cles, it was possible to note any change 
in understanding and the favorableness 
of opinions resulting from reading the 
articles. The test was administered by 
interviewing a randomly selected sample 
comprised of one in every three adult 
female residents of the community. 


Two additional aspects of the problem 
were investigated. Two out of every 
three persons included in the sample re- 
ceived letters signed by the local 
superintendent of schools. These letters 
called attention to the series of arti- 
cles pertaining to the reading program 
and urged the reader to read them. Half 
of the persons who received the superin- 
tendent's letter also received a written 
invitation to attend a meeting to dis- 


cuss the newspaper articles. This 
arrangement made it possible to deter- 
mine what added effect, if any, resulted 
from the additional efforts to attract 
attention to the articles. 


A third facet of the problem was in- 
vestigated by structuring the interview 
schedule not only to measure understand- 
ing and opinions relative to the reading 
program as described in the newspaper, 
but also to measure understandings and 
Opinions regarding other less specific 
aspects of the educational program not 
discussed in the newspaper articles. 
Thus, it was possible to determine the 
extent to which increased understanding 
of the reading program fostered a bet- 
ter understanding and more favorable 
Opinions of the other more general 
phases of the educational program. 


The Newspaper’ s Contribution 


Undoubtedly, the most conclusive f'ind- 
ing of the study was illustrated in the 
Sizeable gains in public understanding 
and favorableness of opinions regarding 
the school's reading program. Figure 1 
illustrates the nature of the gains in 
understanding of the reading program. 
The percentage of persons who responded 
correctly to each item on the test is 
Shown (1) prior to the publication of 
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the newspaper articles and (2) immedi- 
ately after the articles appeared. 
Gains in understanding are represented 
by the increase in the percentage of 
persons who were able to express a cor- 
rect understanding after the articles 
were published. These gains were in no 
case less than 13 per cent and ranged 
as high as 21 per cent. The average 
gain was 16 per cent. 


The opinion impact, although sizeable, 
appeared less forceful. Figure 2 depicts 
the gains in favorable opinions in the 
Same manner as correct understandings 
were illustrated in Figure 1. Gains in 
favorable opinions ranged from 1 to 12 
per cent. The average gain was 7 per 
cent. On the whole, gains in favorable 
opinions were slightly smaller than the 
gains in understanding. 


Further evidence is available to show 
that the newspaper articles were respon- 
sible for increasing public understand- 
ing. When citizens were asked questions 
about aspects of the educational program 
not covered in the newspaper articles, 
gains in understanding were still sig- 
nificant though smaller than in areas 
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Figure 1: Percentage of persons expressing correct 
understanding of the reading program before and after 
exposure to the newspaper articles. 
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covered in the content of the articles. 
Furthermore, those who expressed in- 
creased understanding of the reading 
program often expressed more favorable 
opinions of other aspects of the school 
program. 


There were small differences in gains 
in understanding the reading program 
when the newspaper was used alone as 
compared to when it was supplemented by 
the letter from the superintendent. 
There was, however, evidence supporting 
a definite trend toward increased under- 
Standing among those persons who re- 
ceived the letter. No additional in- 
crease in understanding of the reading 
program was evident among those who were 
invited to the meeting in addition to 
receiving the letter. 


Suggestions to Consider 


The major conclusion drawn from this 
study is that under favorable condi- 
tions the local newspaper can make a 
Significant contribution towards in- 
creasing public understanding and the 
favorableness of opinions regarding a 
school's educational program. Gains in 
understanding and in favorable opinions 
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Figure 2: Percentage of persons expressing favor- 


able opinions of the reading program before and after 
exposure to the newspaper articles. 
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were significant. In fact, they were 
larger than those observed in most stud- 
ies of a similar nature.* This may have 
been due to the favorable conditions 
under which the study was conducted. It 
is possible to conclude that the favor- 
able conditions under which this study 
was undertaken are suggestive of the 
kinds of conditions necessary to insure 
effective use of the local newspaper as 
an instrument for the interpretation of 
education to the public. 


Administrators and other school people 
may find-the following suggestions use- 
ful for creating conditions productive 
of effective newspaper interpretation of 
a school's educational program: 

1. Interpretive articles in the local 
newspaper should begin with those phases 
of a school's educational program which 
are of the greatest interest to the 
public. 


2. The content of the articles should 
be centered around those phases oi the 
educational program in which the public 
already has some understanding. 


3. The articles should be written ac- 
cording to the rules of sound newspaper 
reporting. * 


4. The articles should present an ac- 
curate picture of the school's educa- 
tional program. It should be described 
as it actually appears and not as it 
Should appear in the eyes of a particu- 
lar interest group. 


5. The content of the articles should 
appeal to the reader as being something 
in which he has a vital concern. He 
should feel that the articles are ad- 
dressed to him and that they are worth 
reading. 


6. The articles should be accompanied 
by photographs which appeal to the 
reader and help clarify the content of 
the articles. Photographs of pupils in 
the local school engaged in some activ- 
ity pertaining to the educational pro- 
gram are effective in this respect. 


In addition, a number of conditions in 
the community appear to be related to 
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the effectiveness of the local newspaper 
in interpreting a school's educational 
program. First, good working relation- 
ships between the school and the news- 
paper are essential; second, the news- 
paper should be looked upon by its 
readers as a source of accurate and un- 
biased local news; third, the school 
should have a defensible program of edu- 
cation worthy of public confidence; and 
fourth, other means of public interpre- 
tation should be employed by the school. 


See, for example, the following: 


American Association of School Administrators, 
Public Relations for America’s Schools, Twenty-eighth 
Yearbook (Washington: The Association, National Fdu- 
cation Association, 1950), p. 25. 


Belmont M. Farley, What To Tell the People About 
Public Schools. Teachers College Contribution to 
Education No. 355 (New York: Teachers College, 
Columbia University, 1929), p. 49. 


David J. Luck, What Michigan Newspapers Tell About 
the Schools. Research Report No. 10, Bureau of Busi- 
ness Research (East Lansing: Michigan Communications 
Study, Michigan State College, May, 1954). 


2y. Stuart Grout, "TheLocal Newspaper as an Instru- 
ment for Interpreting a School's Educational Program, " 
(unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Department of Edu- 
cation, University of Chicago, 1956). 
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See, for example, the following: 


Hadley Cantril and Gerald Lambert, "Increasing Pub- 
lic Understanding of Inflation," Journal of Abnormal 
and Social Psychology, XXXIX (January, 1944), 112-17. 


William S. Robinson, "Radio Comes to the Farmer,*® 
Radio Research, 1941. Edited by Paul F. Lazarsfeld 
and Frank Stanton (New York: Duell, Sloan and Pearce, 
1941), pp. 224-255. 


Shirley Star and Helen MacGill Hughes, "Report on 
an Educational Campaign: The Cincinnati Plan for the 
United Nations," American Journal of Sociology, LV 


(January, 1950), 389-400. = 
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How can the newspaper in your community become a more effective 
instrument for interpreting the school's educational program? 
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